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Introduction

No one should doubt that helping middle grades students make a smooth and successful transition into
challenging high school courses is important. In 2005, the governors of all 50 states expressed concern
over low high school graduation rates across states. They committed their states to voluntarily
implement a common formula for calculating high school graduation rates and college-readiness rates. A
2008 report by the National Governors Association indicates that states are making some progress, but
that the large majority of states will not be on board with their comparable data until 2012 (National
Governors Association's Center for Best Practices, 2008). It is clear that, to increase high school
graduation rates and college readiness, states will need to take additional improvement actions. Students
must be ready to undertake a full sequence of college-preparatory courses when they enter the ninth
grade, and their experiences in middle grades must prepare them for that sequence.

Bottoms and Cooney (2002) surveyed a cohort of students in grades eight and nine to identify
experiences associated with success in higher-level high school courses, and found three experiences
related to success in challenging ninth-grade courses: studying algebra in the middle grades, reading a
great number of books in grade eight, and expecting to graduate from college. What students learn in
middle grades, how much they read and how they plan for the future matter. Not all middle grades
schools provide these experiences to their students. And states’ emphasis is not on the importance of
middle grades. With nearly one-million public school students enrolled in grades six through eight in the
Mid-Atlantic states', state leaders can no longer afford to ignore the middle grades. (See Table 1.)
Students’ experiences in grades six to eight are essential in paving the way to their future.

! “Mid Atlantic States” is used throughout this report to refer to the District of Columbia, Maryland, New Jersey, and
Pennsylvania — Mid-Atlantic states served by MACC. State departments of education are referenced throughout the report
and include the District of Columbia Office of State Superintendent of Education.
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